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BY THE COMPTROLLER GENERAL

Report To The Congress

OF THE UNITED STATES

EPA Should Help Small Communities Cope

With Federal Pollution Control

Requirements

Small communities--under 10,000 population--
are generally subject to the same environmental
quality regulations as larger ones. Complying
with these regulations exacts a much higher
economic and social price from small commu-
nities, however, because the cost of construc-
ting environmental control projects must be
shared by fewer taxpayers, sometimes placing
severe burdens on low-income residents. Also,
small communities lack technical expertise
needed to plan complex environmental pro-
jects.

The Environmental Protection Agency should
minimize smatl communities’ problems by

--more carefully reviewing new sewer
system justifications,

--providing additional technical assistance
to small communities, and

--experimenting with comprehensive ap-
proaches to poliution control.
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COMPTROLLER GENERAL. OF THE UNITED STATES
WASHINGTON, D.C. 20848

B-198486

To the President of the Senate and the
Speaker of the House of Representatives

This report highlights problems small communities are
having with Federal pollution control requirements and recom-
mends actions the Environmental Protection Agency can take to
help small communities cope with these requirements. This
report points out that legislative changes may be needed to
allow the Environmental Protection Agency to experiment with
new environmental approaches for small communities.

We are sending copies of the report to appropriate
House and Senate committees; Representatives and Senators
from States mentioned in this report; the Director, Office
of Management and Budget; the Chairman of the Council on
Environmental Quality; and the Administrator, Environmental
Protection Agency. We will also make copies available to
interested organizations as appropriate and to others upon
request.

e, .

omptroller General
of the United States
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COMPTROLLER GENERAL's EPA SHOULD HELP SMALL

REPORT TO THE CONGRESS COMMUNITIES COPE WITH
FEDERAL POLLUTION
CONTROL REQUIREMENTS

DIGEST

Communities with populations under 10,000
find it much harder than larger communities
to comply with Federal environmental regula-
tions. The sometimes harsh economic and
social consequences of meeting Federal
-standards for sewage and solid waste
disposal, drinking water, and air quality
hit small communities especially hard
because of higher per capita costs and a
lack of technical expertise. GAO believes
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
must make a special effort to help these
communities.

For its review of the social and economic
impact of Federal pollution control laws
and regulations on cities, towns, and town-
ships with populations under 10,000, GAO
selected nine small communities in New
England and the Pacific Northwest for in-
depth analysis of the problems federally
funded sewage systems cause. GAO also
obtained information on 20 other communi-
ties affected by two or more Federal pol-
lution control requirements to determine
what problems are caused by multiple pol-
lution control requirements. (See pp. 1,
4, and 5.)

SEWAGE TREATMENT SYSTEMS

Each of the nine communities GAO visited
were building or had built sewage treatment
systems, with costs ranging from about $1.7
million to $11 million. GAO noted the
following problems:

-~Inadequate justification for building new
sewer systems. (See pp. 6 to 10.)

--Social and economic hardships, ranging
from conflicts between residents to the
loss of homes for some low-income
residents. (See pp. 10 to 1l4.)
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--Considerable frustration by nontechnical
local officials who are responsible for
multimillion dollar construction projects.
(See pp. 18 to 20.)

--0Overbuilt sewage treatment systems. (See
PP. 22 to 23.)

Many of these problems could be minimized
if EPA were to review sewer system plans
more carefully and require better justifi-
cations for the systems, including an
analysis of possible social and economic
impacts. 1In addition, small communities
should receive technical help from
independent technical specialists and/or
EPA field engineers. (See pp. 17 and 27.)

FEDERAL DRINKING WATER, AIR, AND
SOLID WASTE DISPOSAL REQUIREMENTS

Federal pollution control laws passed in
1974, 1976, and 1977 and EPA implementing
regulations will greatly increase the

social and economic impacts on small com-
munities. Large numbers of small communities
will have to upgrade drinking water systems
and change open dumping practices. Hundreds
of small communities will be affected by

two or three sets of environmental regula-
tions, including sewer requirements. The
increased costs of complying with multiple
requirements will compound the social and
economic problems the communities face in
meeting Federal pollution control require-
ments. (See pp. 3, 4, and 29 to 31.)

GAO believes EPA needs to experiment with
comprehensive approaches to pollution
control for small communities, such as:

--Federal block grants that could be used
for the most pressing environmental
problems in a small community.

--A special technical assistance coordina-
tor to help a community determine the
most cost effective way of meeting
environmental requirements.
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--Phased implementation of Federal requirements
when concurrent implementation would be too
costly.

--Suspension or waiver of individual require-
ments when the costs are high and the
potential environmental benefits are minimal
or the project may be environmentally harm-
ful. (See p. 32.)

Changes will need to be made in several
pollution control laws to permit this experi-
mentation.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The Administrator of EPA should require EPA
regional administrators to see that the States
carefully review the facilities' plans for all
pending and future grants for small community
treatment systems, to make sure that the
social and economic impacts of new treatment
systems are clearly identified and the size
and type of the new systems fully justified.

(See p. 17.)

The Administrator should develop methods of
providing additional technical assistance

to help small communities with new sewage
treatment systems, especially during the
planning process. Two possible approaches
are using EPA field engineers and approving
grants for independent technical specialists.
(See p. 27.)

Also, the Administrator should develop
proposals to experiment with comprehensive
pollution control approaches specifically
tailored to address the environmental and
social needs of small communities. EPA
should present these proposals to the Con-
gress with recommendations for implement-
ing them, including any needed legislative
changes to allow for effective, comprehen-
sive experimentation. (See p. 33.)

AGENCY COMMENTS

GAO sent a draft of this report to the
Environmental Protection Agency on Feb-
ruary 27, 1980, requesting comments within
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30 days. On March 25, 1980, the Agency
requested and received a 10-day extension.
No response, however, was received as of
May 8, 1980, when this report was finalized.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Billions of dollars are needed by small communities
for constructing new sewer systems. In addition to needing
funds to comply with sewage treatment requirements, small
communities will need large amounts of money to comply with
new drinking water and solid waste disposal requirements.

POLLUTION CONTROL LEGISLATION
AFFECTING SMALL COMMUNITIES

Federal laws and regulations have established environ-
mental programs regulating sewage and solid waste disposal,
drinking water, and air pollution. The Environmental Pro-
tection Agency (EPA) administers these laws and regulations.
Some of the most visible impacts of these regulations are
seen in the smallest communities, those with populations
under 10,000. The special social and economic problems that
smaller communities have with federally funded sewage sys-
tems have been cited in EPA studies, on national television,
and in the press.

In the 29 small communities included in our review, the
main pollution control activity was the building of sewage
treatment plants and interceptor lines. 1In addition, these
small communities are starting to be affected by new drink-
ing water and solid waste disposal requirements.

Sewage treatment

The Federal Water Pollution Control Act, as amended
(33 U.S.C. 1251, et seq.), requires communities to provide
secondary treatment 1/ for their sewage wastes. To help
large and small municipalities construct needed sewage
treatment facilities, the Congress gave EPA the contract
authority to obligate $18 billion for municipalities during
fiscal years 1973-77. The Clean Water Act of 1977 (Public
Law 95-217) authorized additional billions of dollars through
1982 for waste treatment construction. From these funds,
EPA makes grants of from 75 to 85 percent of eligible costs
to design and build water pollution control facilities.

1/Sewage treatment which uses bioclogical processes to
accelerate the decomposition of sewage and thereby
reduce carbonaceous oxygen demanding wastes by 80
to 90 percent,




Facilities authorized to receive Federal assistance
include treatment plants, interceptor and outfall sewer sys-
tems, pumping stations, power equipment, collector sewer
systems, combined storm and sanitary sewers, and recycled
water supply facilities.

EPA's regulations provide for Federal participation
in a treatment facility's costs through three separate
Federal matching grant awards:

-~Step 1 grant - preparing facility (preliminary)
plans.

-~-Step 2 grant - preparing design plans and
specifications.

--Step 3 grant - constructing the treatment
facility.

It typically takes several years for a new sewage treatment
system to go through all three planning and construction
phases.

Communities which receive Federal construction grants
for sewage systems are responsible for planning, designing,
constructing, operating, and maintaining these systems.
Grantees usually hire engineering firms (consulting engi-
neers) before applying for a grant. Administrative func-
tions connected with the grant application and award are
transferred to the consulting engineer. In addition, the
consulting engineer usually prepares the preliminary plan,
design, and specifications; handles the construction bid/
award process; monitors construction; and takes care of the
progress payment details under the grant. Applications for
construction grants are approved first by a State's water
pollution control agency and then by the cognizant EPA
regional office before a grant is awarded.

A 1976 EPA report on the sewage construction needs of
our Nation's communities stated that a total of $21 billion
is needed for new sewer construction in the United States.
The $10 billion needed for small community plants is almost
as great as the $11 billion that needs to be spent on large
community plants. These small communities have greater
difficulties with sewer construction because of a lack of
technical expertise and higher per capita costs. As a
result, the costs and cost effectiveness of the small
community projects are critical.




Douglas Costle, EPA Administrator, stated that:

"New facility planning grants are being cleared
at a rate of more than 2,000 per year, most going
to smaller towns.

"For the first time we are setting needs
for small communities as high as for large
cities. The numbers of small town projects
have always outweighed the large city proj-
ects but, previously, the dollar investments
have not approached the big cities, except on
a per capita basis."

A 1976 EPA study of 258 facility plans for pending
projects from 49 States disclosed that communities with
fewer than 10,000 people generally experience the greatest
social and economic problems with water pollution systems.
As of March 1979, EPA estimated that 66 percent of EPA-
funded wastewater treatment projects are for towns having
less than 10,000 persons. A total of $3.6 billion, or 18
percent of the total funds, has gone to these communities.

Solid waste disposal

Solid waste disposal for small communities is affected
by two Federal laws--the Clean Air Act amendments of 1977
(42 U.5.C. 7401, et seq.) and the Resource Conservation and
Recovery Act of 1976 (42 U.S.C. 6901, et seqg.).

State laws and regulations implementing the Clean Air
Act amendments of 1977 generally prohibit burning solid
waste in open dumps. 1/ When EPA approves and publishes
individual State air reqgulations in the Federal Register,
they become Federal regulations, thereby giving EPA enforce-
ment authority. 1In addition, the Resource Conservation
and Recovery Act prohibits open dumping.

Many of the communities we visited have open dumps and
are aware that changes will have to be made in their solid
waste disposal practices. This was the major impact of
the solid waste disposal and air pollution regulations
on these communities.

1/A land disposal site at which solid wastes are disposed
of in a manner that does not protect the environment,
are susceptible to open burning, and are exposed to the
elements and scavengers.




Drinking water

The Safe Drinking Water Act, as amended (42 U.S.C.
300f£, et seq.), is the basis for comprehensively regulating
drinking water. This act directs EPA to prescribe national
drinking water standards to protect public health, protect
underground sources of drinking water, and establish a system
for emergency allocation of chemicals necessary to purify
water. This act also mandates a study of rural drinking water
supplies to determine their quantity, quality, and availability.

States have primary enforcement responsibility for
regulating their public water, provided they adopt (1) stand-
ards as stringent as national standards, (2) adequate enforce-
ment procedures, and (3) a plan for providing emergency water
supplies. States are eligible for an EPA grant of up to 75
percent of the annual costs for supervising public water
systems.

The communities we visited were just beginning to be
affected by new Federal drinking water regulations.

SCOPE OF REVIEW

We selected nine small communities in New England and
the Pacific Northwest to do an in-depth analysis of the social
and economic problems caused by federally funded sewage sys-
tems. We also obtained information on an additional 20 com-
munities affected by two or more Federal pollution control
requirements to determine if social and economic problems
are caused by multiple pollution control requirements.

The nine communities we reviewed in-depth were in
various stages of planning and constructing sewage treatment
plants. 1In selecting these communities, we asked Federal,
State, and local officials to suggest small communities
which might be having problems with sewage project impacts.
We visited the communities and interviewed community offi-
cials and residents, toured areas affected by new pollution
projects, and reviewed community and sewer district records.
We used examples from these communities throughout our re-
port and included a detailed description of the communities
and their pollution control activities in appendixes I and
II. The communities we visited are listed below.

Maine:
Greenville
Mexico

Massachusetts:
Cohasset
Tisbury




New Hampshire:
Warner Village Fire District

Oregon:
Charleston
Netarts~Oceanside
Pacific City

Washington:
Eastsound

We obtained information from 20 additional communities
in New England and the Pacific Northwest to determine the
effect that multiple pollution control requirements may have
on small communities. We selected some communities which
were listed on two or more EPA regional lists of communities
which were viclating Federal air, drinking water, sewage, and
solid waste laws and regulations. We also selected some
communities which were suggested by State pollution control
officials.

We also visited EPA headquarters, two of its regional
offices, and six State water pollution control agencies
and reviewed project files and interviewed officials about
their current assistance to small cities, towns, and town-
ships, to determine if small communities might be helped by
improved Federal assistance.

Dr. David Bella, Associate Professor of Civil
Engineering at Oregon State University, assisted us in our
review. Since 1967 he has been on the faculty of the Depart-
ment of Civil Engineering and is a member of the Graduate
Faculty of Ecology. His teaching and research interests
include sanitary engineering; lake, river, and estuarine
analysis; pollution ecology; and environmental planning.
Dr. Bella is a registered professional engineer in Oregon,
has designed and supervised the construction of water and
wastewater treatment projects, and is a member of several
professional societies and organizations.

GAQ sent a draft of this report to the Environmental
Protection Agency on February 27, 1980, requesting comments
within 30 days. On March 25, 1980, the Agency requested and
received a 10-day extension. No response, however was re-
ceived as of May 8, 1980, when this report was finalized.
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CHAPTER 2

NEED FOR MORE CAREFUL REVIEW OF SEWER

PROJECT JUSTIFICATIONS

Most of the small communities we reviewed cited failing
septic systems and resulting threats to health and the envi-
ronment as justification for new sewage treatment plants and
interceptor lines. The facility plans supporting new con-
struction did not adequately document the problems, however,
or justify the new sewage treatment systems. Unfortunately,
the projects were causing social and economic hardships on
some community groups primarily because of the costs involved.
Better State and EPA review of project justifications and
social impacts could identify questionable projects early
enough to cancel unnecessary projects or develop better
alternatives.

INADEQUATE PROJECT JUSTIFICATION

Careful early planning is critical in developing
environmentally sound, cost-effective, and socially bene-
ficial new sewage treatment systems. The facilities plans
we reviewed did not justify project funding, although they
referred to failing septic systems and threats to public
health. Unanswered questions remained about needing sewage
treatment plants and interceptor lines.

Communities initially prepare facility plans, then
develop detailed designs and specifications, and finally con-
struct the treatment systems. Facility planning is a crucial
part of this process. During this planning, the municipality--
usually through a contract with its consulting engineer--is
supposed to identify the water pollution problems, analyze
alternative solutions, and select the most cost-effective,
environmentally sound alternative within EPA and State
guidelines and regulations.

EPA regulations require that these facility plans
demonstrate the need for the proposed facility. In addi-
tion, by systematically evaluating feasible alternatives,
the plans must demonstrate that the system represents the
most cost-effective means of meeting established effluent
and water quality goals and of recognizing environmental
and social considerations.

The project justifications contained in the facility
plans we reviewed typically did not demonstrate the need for
the sewage treatment system. Several examples of these
questionable justifications are cited below.




area, and an adequate sanitary facility must be
made available to protect the health and welfare
of area residents."

* * * * *

"The present hazards to public health make
the project especially necessary and urgent."

The Coos County health officer cited a question about
the health justification for the project in a letter
to the president of the Charleston Sanitary District. 1In
the letter the health officer stated that he had been asked
for information concerning hepatitis cases and rates in the
Barview area during 1976-77 because this area had been con-
sidered to have a high incidence of hepatitis. He said that
this information later had been used to deny septic systems
to property owners. The letter said that only one case of
hepatitis had been reported in 1976 and that none had been
reported during 1977 or 1978. The health officer closed the
letter by stating, "I trust that this information may refute
the assumption that the Barview area is at risk regarding
hepatitis cases."

The Charleston interceptor line may actually damage
the environment. The drainage caused by increased develop-
ment related to this sewer project will likely damage
the South Slough, an area designated in 1974 as the first
National Estuarine Research Sanctuary in the Nation. This
estuary is one of only a few designated estuarine sanctuaries
established to preserve such areas in their natural state
for long-term scientific and educational uses. The nonpoint







































































































































































































